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Abstract
This qualitative research study was conducted during synchronous class sessions with
adult learners enrolled in an online Montessori teacher education program. The aim was to
determine which techniques were being used to facilitate adult learning in an online learning
environment. The research collected data through data tools designed to record the observed
behaviors of participants engaged in online synchronous class sessions. The data revealed the
use of learning techniques beneficial to developing self-confidence, community building, and
knowledge acquisition by utilizing qualitative and quantitative research methods. This study can
serve as a framework for future research projects focusing on adult learning methods and
techniques that will positively impact adult learners’ experience in online learning environments.
This study provided evidence that supports techniques that focus on supporting and encouraging
adult learners to build self-confidence while cultivating a supportive community of learners.
Overall, having synchronous class sessions appear to be beneficial to the building of community,
self-confidence of the adult learners, and worthwhile use of time to evaluate the effectiveness of
learning in online environments. Synchronous class sessions, accompanied by asynchronous
activities of adult learners, are a very effective way of educating future teachers in the
Montessori method.
Keywords: Adult Learning, Teacher Education, Online Learning Environments,
Community Building, Montessori Education.
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Introduction

The global pandemic created the necessity for isolation from others. Many services were
transitioned to an online format to survive. The shift to online learning also impacted
educational services for children and adults, including teacher education programs. Historically,
Montessori teacher education programs have been conducted exclusively in person and passed
down to the next generation of teachers through an oral tradition and manipulation of the
materials, i.e., lectures and hands-on experience. With the shift in societal norms and general
best practices, Montessori adult teacher education is also currently being accomplished online, in
person, or as a hybrid. There is a need to determine whether online or hybrid programs are
comparable to the excellence of in-person education. The ability to assist adult learners in
grasping and excelling in understanding the philosophy and lessons with Montessori materials
while being a transformative personal experience needs to be discovered and evaluated.
It is essential to examine the characteristics of adult learners and the principles and
methods of adult learning to determine if adult education is still effective after the transfer to
online learning environments. One characteristic of adult learners is self-confidence. The
learning experience and outcomes are different for adult learners who have self-confidence, and
self-confidence affects many aspects of the learning process. Among other things, peer groups
of adult learners directly affect social cohesion, learning, community building, and selfconfidence. Examining the process of community building and engagement with peers will
provide some of the needed answers to the question of the effectiveness of online learning
environments. An ideal outcome of this research would be to build an online teacher education
program that provides adult learners with success and excellent credentials and educates
professionals who can deliver an authentic Montessori program to children.
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This research seeks to answer the following question: What are the methods used by
instructors in an online environment which assist the adult learner in building confidence and
competence with the knowledge presented while building a cohesive and supportive social
community?
Theoretical Framework
There is no single theory or learning model which can be used that will encapsulate the
entirety of adult education in an online setting. Instead, two primary learning theories will
inform this research project: Constructivism and Humanism (Arghode et al., 2017).
Constructivism is a theory that human learning is constructed rather than passively
absorbing information and that learners build new knowledge upon the foundation of previous
learning. There are four leading constructivist theorists: Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, David Kolb,
and John Dewey. Constructivists believe that knowledge creation involves mental effort and
social interaction, and successful learning cannot occur without the learner's effort and
willingness to learn and apply the concepts presented (Arghode et al., 2017). The learning
perspective of Constructivism is that learning involves knowledge construction. Experiential
learning theory, a Constructivist theory, focuses on the idea that adults are shaped by their
experiences and that the best learning comes from evaluating their experiences. Instead of
memorizing facts and figures, experiential learning is a more hands-on and reflective learning
style (Western Governors University, 2020).
Adult learners can utilize the experiential learning theory and learn by doing instead of
just hearing or reading about something. Role-play, hands-on experiences, and more, are all part
of experiential learning (Keengwe & Onchwari, 2009). Project-based learning (sometimes called
problem-based learning) is like experiential and action learning (Western Governors University,

ADULT ONLINE LEARNING

5

2020). The overarching idea of these theories is to physically do something which will help the
individual learn instead of just reading or hearing about it. Project-based learning utilizes realworld scenarios and creates projects for students that they could encounter as a professional in
their field in the future. Students can choose their projects and pursue things they are interested
in, which is an excellent option for adult learners who need real-world applications from their
learning (Furman & Sibthorp, 2013). The focus of Project-based learning is facilitating the
construction of knowledge and generating knowledge from experience. The instructor's role is to
support knowledge development by focusing on an agreed-upon meaning of the information
presented to the learners. The relevant learning principles of the Constructionist theories include
transformational learning, reflective practice, communities of practice, situated learning,
problem-based learning, and experiential learning (Ahlbrand, 2017).
Humanism is a learning theory that emphasizes that learners take responsibility and
ownership of learning. Learning is vital to the student for independence, self-reliance, and selfawareness. "The key purpose of humanistic education is to enhance personal growth and
develop human potential. Humanists focus on human development, human feelings, and other
affective parameters" (Arghode et al., 2017, p 596). Key contributors to the humanistic learning
theory are Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers. The key concept in the humanistic learning
theory is choice. Students must be given a choice in their education. Humanistic learning is
student-centered; in other words, students are encouraged to control their education (Western
Governors University, 2020). Instructors should foster engagement to inspire students to become
self-motivated to learn. Humanists also believe that self-evaluation is the most meaningful way
to evaluate the effectiveness of knowledge acquisition. Cognitive and affective learning are both
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critical to humanistic education. Lessons and activities should focus on the whole student and
their intellect and feelings, not one or the other.
Because humanistic learning focuses on the entire student, humanistic educators
understand that they must create a safe environment to meet as many of the needs of students as
possible (Western Governors University, 2020). Students need to feel physically, mentally, and
emotionally secure to focus on learning. Malcolm Knowles's concept of Andragogy is also in
the humanistic realm. Knowles believed adults should feel "accepted, respected, and supported,"
as there is "a spirit of mutuality between teachers and students as joint inquirers" (Arghode et al.,
2017, p 596). Andragogy learning theory focuses on understanding why adult learners are
learning something and how the acquired knowledge will help them in the future. It focuses on
internal motivation and hands-on, task-oriented, self-directed experiences. The transformative
adult learning theory (sometimes called transformational learning), developed by Jack Mezirow,
focuses on changing how learners think about the world and how they feel about themselves.
Consequently, learners' assumptions about the world may change based on their learning.
Sometimes transformative learning utilizes dilemmas and situations to challenge assumptions
and principles. Learners then use critical thinking and questioning to evaluate their underlying
beliefs and assumptions and learn from what they realize about themselves. Mezirow saw
transformative learning as a rational process where learners challenge and discuss concepts to
expand their understanding. Self-directed learning is the process where individuals take the
initiative in their learning - they plan, carry out, and evaluate their learning experiences without
the help of others. Learners set goals, determine their educational or training needs, implement a
plan, and enhance their learning. Self-directed learning may happen inside or outside the
classroom, with students working alone or collaborating with others (Hegarty, 2011). The
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learning perspective of Humanism is that learning is a personal endeavor toward fulfillment, and
adults can achieve learning with or without help. Learning focuses on feelings, views, affective
domain, and student opportunities. Teaching aims to support self-actualization, self-awareness,
independence, and development. The role of the instructor is to facilitate learning and support
the learners. The relevant learning principles and theories of Humanism include self-directed
learning, cognitive development, transformational learning, and Andragogy (Ahlbrand, 2017).
Constructivism and Humanism's learning theories will help develop an online learning
program that will most benefit adult learners with their unique characteristics. Programs need to
be able to answer the following questions; How can the building of community assist in the
acquisition of knowledge? How can instructors' abilities to utilize theoretical principles improve
online learning for adult learners?
Review of Literature
This project aims to identify and examine the current methods of instruction in an online
setting, which will affect participants' self-confidence and understanding of course materials.
This section reviews the scholarly work that has addressed adult learning and is organized under
the following headings: characteristics of adult learners in learning environments, principles and
techniques of adult learning, methods of learning for adults, the impact of peer groups on adult
learning, online learning, and social connectedness, aspect of learning environments, and
discussion.
Characteristics of Adult Learners in Learning Environments
The characteristics of adult learners have been debated over the years; however, most
researchers default to the ideas of Malcolm Knowles and his theory of adult learning, entitled
“Andragogy”, which is defined as the art and science of teaching adults. Knowles’ ideas of
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teaching adults are known as the six assumptions of adult learners. In one research study
conducted by Spies et al. (2015), the question was whether mature students who bring
professional or personal knowledge and experience to the learning environment demonstrated the
characteristics or assumptions of adult learners as defined by Knowles's adult learning theory.
The first assumption of adult learners is the need to know. For adults to learn with the
most efficiency, adult learners need to understand why they should learn what is being taught. It
is best to ask students what they expect to learn and how this will benefit them. With their needs
and expectations in mind, much more constructive content can be designed for them. Adults also
must know why they need to learn something to facilitate the immediate use of the knowledge
(Knowles et al., 2020).
The second assumption is self-concept. While younger students need to be guided
through their learning, adults are much more autonomous and self-directed. Knowles believed
that as individuals age and mature, their self-concept evolves from dependent to self-directed.
Independent adult learners utilize their mature self-concept to become self-directed and motivate
themselves to ensure educational success. Instructors should provide students with a
collaborative environment where a vast amount of their learning is self-directed. Consequently,
it becomes imperative that the educator provide the student with the right tools and interactions
to guide their self-directed inquiry. (Hegarty, 2011; Knowles et al., 2020; Spies et al., 2015).
Adult learners' experiences are the third assumption. Adults have more significant life
experiences from which to draw than younger learners. Previous life experiences influence their
motivations, needs, interests, and goals. Adults use their experiences as a resource. The
accumulation of experience is gained through engagement in personal and professional
endeavors. Adult learners can link new knowledge to previous knowledge through the
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answering of questions and activities which challenge the adult learners' past beliefs. Adult
learners use their life experiences to make mental connections, direct their learning, and
assimilate new knowledge into their current professions. Because of the differences in life
experiences, there needs to be more individualization within a course of study. One way to assist
adult learners is through the techniques of experiential learning. Using their experience, they can
extrapolate between new knowledge and other situations, contexts, and areas in their lives
(Furman & Sibthorp, 2013; Keengwe & Onchwari, 2009; Knowles et al., 2020; Spies et al.,
2015).
The fourth assumption is the readiness to learn. In contrast to adult learners, younger
learners are often taught things they will not utilize until many years later, whereas adults apply
what they are learning to the present in real-life situations. As individuals age and mature, their
learning is related to and influenced by their social roles. Courses should include tasks and
projects that encourage adult learners to research and explore the subject matter independently;
in so doing, the adults gain first-hand experience (Knowles et al., 2020; Spies et al., 2015).
The fifth assumption is the orientation to learning. Adult learners are task and problemcentered and contextual in their direction of education. Like assumption four, orientation to
learning refers to the idea that adult learners want to see how their knowledge can address and
solve problems they face regularly and how it applies to daily life. In other words, the adult no
longer desires to learn for some future application of their knowledge, which shifts their learning
desire from a subject-centered to a problem-centered point of view. Because of this change in
focus, instructors of adults should focus on adult learning techniques and use the latest research
outcomes for teaching adults. Case studies, role-playing, simulations, and self-evaluation are
some of the adults' best and most effective learning techniques. Practical education can assist
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adults' motivation to use appropriate practices and effectively train individuals with diverse
backgrounds (Byington & Tannock, 2011; Knowles et al., 2020; Spies et al., 2015).
The sixth assumption is the motivation to learn. As an individual matures, the reason
driving them to learn is internal instead of external. Educators need to consider this when
planning the design and content of their courses. There must be a valid reason behind each
activity, and learners should understand what skills they will develop by completing the tasks.
Relevancy is key. As the course develops, educators should evaluate the quality of the learning
experience and its objectives and reassess learner needs if necessary. For the adult, learning is
supported by an intrinsic value and a personal payoff. Self-determination theory examines the
internal motivation of the learner, whether it emanates from a genuine interest in the subject,
inherent cause, or is driven by goal achievement, an external motivator. When surveyed, adult
learners indicate three main reasons to learn: acquiring knowledge, a desire for personal
improvement or accomplishing a goal, and a willingness to help others. Regardless of the
methods of study, the strength of the adult learners’ motivation has a significant impact on the
success of their learning and goal achievement (Byington & Tannock, 2011; Hegarty, 2011;
Knowles et al., 2020; Luttenberger et al., 2017; Spies et al., 2015)
Principles and Techniques of Adult Learning
According to Knowles' adult learning theory, there are four different learning principles
regarding adult learners, each having distinctive characteristics. Adults need to be involved in
the planning and evaluating of their learning experiences. The primary method of learning in
adult education is self-directed. Adult learning environments must be student-centered,
encouraging independence and responsibility for learning. Even though adult learners are self-
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directed and independent, there is also some evidence of dependence upon instructors for
assistance in motivation and accountability (Knowles et al., 2020; Spies et al., 2015).
The dependence of adult learning on experience cannot be understated. Previous
experience, including mistakes, provides the foundation for adult learning activities. Not only do
adults bring personal and professional knowledge to the educational environment, but they also
bring their life experiences. Instructors of adults should support adult learners by developing
effective learning techniques that will enhance and maximize the benefits of the adult’s
experience and knowledge (Knowles et al., 2020; Spies et al., 2015).
For the most part, adult learners are interested in learning subjects that have immediate
relevance and impact their profession or personal life. Adult learners are problem-centered
rather than content-oriented. However, adult learners have concretely established ways of
thinking and doing things that may force them to resist accepting new concepts and learning
(Knowles et al., 2020; Spies et al., 2015).
There are many techniques that adult learners may use to help them learn more
effectively. The first is the ability to set goals. For example, learners with a specific career goal
will have a better experience pursuing their degree program. Another example could be adults
who have a particular plan to learn conversational Spanish before traveling on a trip to Mexico.
Adult learners need to have goals because their learning is independent and self-directed. The
second technique allows adults to decide why they want to learn something. Knowing why they
want to pursue education will help adult learners feel confident about their learning process.
Understanding how and why different courses will help them reach their goal can make adults
stay motivated. Adults need to review information regularly. Because adult brains are less
plastic, they have a more challenging time creating new neural pathways. Consequently, adult
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learners need to be ready to review the material more regularly to create those pathways.
Finally, adults should find experiences to help facilitate learning. Adult learners can
significantly benefit from finding ways to get hands-on learning. Finding internships, job
shadow opportunities, projects, and other experiential opportunities can help adult learners get a
firmer grasp of their education and be more excited about how it will translate to a real-life
profession (Western Governors University, 2020).
Methods of Learning for Adults
The goal of education, including adult education, includes a combination of cognitive,
affective, and behavioral processes. The concepts of Constructivism and Humanism support
adult learning theory.
Successful learning cannot occur without the learner’s effort and willingness to learn and
apply the concepts presented. The principles of Constructivism incorporate active learning,
reflective learning, authentic tasks, contextual learning, and collaborative learning. Experiential
learning is one constructionist method used in adult education. Experiential learning is studentcentered and emphasizes the direct experience. Students are also responsible for their learning
while engaged in active learning activities that provide reflection time. Experiential learning
also allows for instructor feedback and role modeling. Experiential learning uses real-world
problems to simulate, establish, or enhance adult learning related to life experiences (Furman &
Sibthorp, 2013).
Experiential learning describes complicated, process-oriented educational outcomes.
Experiential learning can be classified into five different learning processes. Problem-based
learning uses a problem to create an experiment or develop a course to answer questions or
resolve issues. Project-based learning uses the participants' interest to create a project with
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educational content. Cooperative or collaborative learning is the students learning from each
other's perspectives and experiences. Collaborative learning requires group members to be
aware of and coordinate their intellectual, motivational, and emotional. An example is students
sharing thinking and understanding of the material, demonstrating a verbal and behavioral
commitment to task and group. Service Learning combines educational objectives with
community service to benefit students and the community. Reflective learning connects theory
and practice and then applies learned knowledge elsewhere. Reflective learning elements may
include guided discussion, meditative writing exercises, blog writing, and essay-based exam
(Furman & Sibthorp, 2013; Keengwe & Onchwari, 2009; Näykki et al., 2019).
Learning cannot be separated from emotion, as emotion is essential to understanding.
Anxious, angry, or depressed students do not take in information efficiently and therefore do not
learn effectively (Evans et al., 2013). Teaching theory should, therefore, not ignore emotion as a
vital influence in the learning process. Emotional awareness of oneself and others is a learnable
skill of emotional intelligence. Thus, instructors should help students become more aware of
emotions’ effects and encourage students to reflect upon how their emotional state influences
their learning experience. A student’s degree of engagement in learning also depends upon the
level of interest and emotional connection the learner has in the subject.
The benefits of effective learning are improved listening, communication, interpersonal
skills, intrapersonal skills, balancing individual needs with others, conflict resolution,
accountability, self-confidence, and helping others, all of which influence attention and
concentration. Affective elements of adult learning are as essential as cognitive components for
students. Motivational aspects of students need to be formulated and provided within
curriculums to address both cognitive and affective components. Competence building, social
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equity, and participation in group work can be enhanced through technology, positively affecting
students' collaboration. The qualities of an ideal classroom include mutual respect, a friendly,
relaxed, open, cooperative environment, and advanced interpersonal skills. Emotions such as
enjoyment, pride, anxiety, and boredom influence the classroom atmosphere, students'
interpretation of information, and their attitude towards learning. When teaching adults, positive
elements include deliberate lesson content and structure, professionalism, and enthusiasm (Evans
et al., 2013; Näykki et al., 2019).
Impact of Peer Groups on Adult Learning
Students' emotions, such as enjoyment, boredom, pride, and anxiety, affect achievement
by influencing involvement and the attitude toward learning and learning environments.
Learning environments should guide and support students' interests and promote their active
participation in learning. Emotional experiences affect individual and group work on task
assignments, knowledge, and collaboration. Instructors should observe the interaction of
students to understand how emotions are expressed, reflected, and shaped by social interaction.
Creating collaborative learning activities is assisted by observing adult learners' needs, interests,
and experiences. Learner-centered environments are created by allowing students creativity,
personal emotional experiences, fun, and enjoyment. Social networking sites are familiar to
students as simple communication tools that can be used to discuss and debate course topics.
Instructors need to support constructive interactions of students by guiding the discussions,
providing, and resolving conflicts through reflection, ensuring equal participation, and assisting
the development of belonging (Näykki et al., 2019).
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Online learning and social connectedness
Social connectedness is a critical factor in online learning in educational settings based
on its link to academic achievement and satisfaction with online courses. Online participation is
a complex cognitive, facilitative, and social process, the purpose of which is to achieve high
levels of knowledge construction and foster relationships. Online participation by adult learners
should include discussion contribution, collaborative facilitation, and social interaction.
Social connectedness is established and reinforced by sharing personal characteristics,
styles, and interests, understanding expectations and appropriate behaviors and responses within
the learning environment, and assisting learners in recognizing others’ strengths, weaknesses,
unique talents, and specific knowledge derived from their experiences.
For social connectedness to be enhanced, the learners should have opportunities to
engage in online discussions actively, and those interactions should be perceived as relevant and
valuable to their learning. Online participation should include discussion posts related to course
content. However, there should also be the opportunity for adult learners to be the facilitator of
group discussions, including planning, monitoring, and guiding the discussions. In a study
conducted by Diep et al. (2019), it was discovered that only those participants who were active in
facilitating group collaboration perceived social connectedness. Facilitation of collaborative
group work includes clarifying requirements, ensuring each member knows what to do, and
motivating others to achieve mutual goals by giving compliments. Additionally, the adult
learners who conducted the group work were more informed about others' characteristics,
strengths, weaknesses, and specific talents (Diep et al., 2019).
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Affective Learning Environments
Adult education is most effective when adults are involved in planning and if instructors
apply four principles. New information builds on prior knowledge and experience. Adult
learners are motivated to learn when they are active participants and partners in the learning
process. Adult learners need time to practice and apply knowledge to solve current problems in
their situations. Education should contribute to adult participants' self-esteem and personal and
professional growth. The benefits of effective learning are improved listening and
communication, interpersonal and intrapersonal skills, balancing individual needs with others,
conflict resolution, accountability, self-confidence, and helping others.
Collaborative learning should include mediation, modeling, and coaching while providing
appropriate learning environments and experiences. The instructors’ well-being, affective
awareness, and mindfulness are essential for effective teaching and learning. Recent studies
support mindful meditation as a valuable practice for adult learners and instructors, improving
teaching and learning outcomes. The contemplative practices of meditation also enhanced
interpersonal relationships, self-esteem building, a positive change of values and attitudes,
improved stress levels, and participants' general well-being. The influence of mindfulness
meditation on the affective domain has been proven positive (Byington & Tannock, 2011; Evans
et al., 2013; Keengwe & Onchwari, 2009).
Discussion
When considering the education of adults, it is vital to understand the characteristics and
principles of adult learners, the best methods for adult learning in an online setting, and the ways
to evaluate the success of learning environments. When examining the strategies for online
learning, it is difficult to determine which methods will produce the most success for adults.
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There is inconclusive research concerning peer partnerships to build confidence and success in
an online learning environment. Further research is needed to indicate the most successful ways
to build community and foster support for adult learners in online learning environments.
Methodology
Learning about the methods instructors implement in online learning environments that
impact self-confidence and learning outcomes for adult learners is essential to instructors of adult
learners. Learning about this is important because the future of teacher education programs is
becoming more remote than in the past. The question which needed an answer was - What are
the current methods of instruction that will affect participants' self-confidence and understanding
of course materials? It was hypothesized that social cohesiveness and learning outcomes
increase due to the self-confidence demonstrated by the participant as recorded in interactions
during synchronous class sessions.
Participants
The population of this study included adult learners over the age of 18 years in an
synchronous online classroom setting. Each class session ranged from 8 to 20 participants. The
length of each class session ranged from 51 to 98 minutes. Fourteen class sessions were
observed during this study. The gender distribution was overwhelmingly female for each session
but seeing some male participants in the Elementary teacher education program was
encouraging. It is suspected that there would be fewer male participants if the education classes
had been all Early Childhood or Infant & Toddler teacher education courses.
The race and ethnicity distribution results were as follows: White, non-Hispanic, 71.7%;
Black, non-Hispanic, 11.2%; Hispanic Latino, 9.1%; Asian, non-Hispanic, 7.0%; and Native
American and Native Hawaiian, non-Hispanic categories, each were .5%. Permission was
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obtained from the Director of the Center for Guided Montessori Studies (CGMS) to observe
online synchronous classes. An email was then sent to the instructors employed by CGMS
explaining the project and asking them to forward an implied consent form and email explaining
the nature of the project to the adult learners enrolled in their cohorts. With every
correspondence with the instructors or adult learners, any questions about the study were
answered.
Data Collection
The data collection process was to observe online synchronous classes held through
CGMS and record the adult learners' participation in quantity, quality, and reactions to other
students in the cohort, the discussion of concepts, assignments, and other projects introduced in
the course. The research required students to enroll and participate in the Center for Guided
Montessori Studies online educational courses (Early Childhood and Elementary Cohorts).
Participation was over four weeks, beginning May 29, 2022. This study consisted of
completing 20 hours of data recording during observations of one-hour long class sessions, up to
5 per week, and then completing a journal entry after each session. The data was collected using
tally marks for specific behaviors and online journal entries. Tally marks were not connected to
specific individual study participants.
As a part of this study, activity was recorded by observing synchronous class sessions
and recording observations on a data tool. Four data collection tools were used as a part of this
study. One was quantitative, two were qualitative, and one was a combination of both qualitative
and quantitative. The tools utilized were Demographics, Race & Ethnicity, Communication,
Engagement Type (Appendix A); Observational Notes and Coded Behavior (Appendix B);
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Synchronous Class Session Observations (Appendix C), and Journal Entry prompts (Appendix
D).
During the synchronous instruction sessions, the students' and instructors' responses
were recorded using tally marks on two of the tools (Appendix A & C). Anecdotal
observational notes were also recorded during the synchronous class sessions (Appendix B).
After each class session, a journal entry was made into Qualtrics covering the four prompts
(Appendix D).
A risk to the participants might have been experiencing uncomfortable feelings while
being observed by a researcher. There was no foreseeable risk to the Center for Guided
Montessori Studies. Direct benefits of this study included knowledge gained to create a program
of study which will directly affect the self-confidence and knowledge acquisition of the
participants. The benefits of this study outweighed the risk because future instructors in online
settings will gain insight on how to present a course that will assist the participants in gaining
knowledge, creating community, and enhancing motivation.
Data Analysis
This study aimed to determine the current methods of instruction that will affect
participants' self-confidence and understanding of course materials in adult online learning
environments. When observing the classes, the instructors used different methods to elicit the
participation of the adult learners. There were times when the participants were called on
individually, in random order, and other times when the participants volunteered information
freely. There were times when the participants used the zoom function of hand raising and
others when they raised their hand on the screen or were called on by the instructor or another
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adult learner. The instructors used various types of instruction, including discussion groups,
lectures, small groups, questions and answers sessions, and book discussions.
Engagement Type
During the class sessions, several types of engagement were utilized. According to the
number of occurrences during the class sessions, see Figure 1, the highest was the discussion
with 33.8%. Other methods used were lecture at 32.5%, presentation at 13%, break-out rooms at
6.5%, book discussion at 5.2%, individual call-out at 5.2%, and screen share at 3.9%. It was
supposed that demonstrations, teach backs, and videos would also be used; however, those things
were not used at all in the classes observed.

Figure 1
Types of Engagement Utilized
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When examining the sum of all the time spent during class sessions, the amount of time
used differed by user type. According to figure 2, the instructors only used 51.7% of the time
during class sessions. In comparison, adult learners only used it 8.4% of the time. When all
participants were engaged in the activity, 39.9% of the time was used. The time used by all
participants could not be separated because it occurred during group discussions.

Figure 2
Total Time Utilized by Type of Participant

ADULT ONLINE LEARNING

22

A different picture of the classes emerged when examining the data according to
occurrences of a specific type of engagement. Figure 3 depicts the data according to the
chronology of the class sessions. The discussions and presentations are separated into individual
types. Also, the instructors' different activities during the sessions are recorded. The total
number of occurrences includes all class sessions observed.

Figure 3
Class Session Engagement Type, Chronological, Number of Occurrences
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Figure 4 with the same class session activities; now, the data is in minutes used in each
activity. In Figure 3, opening discussions and large group discussions have the same number of
occurrences; however, the number of minutes engaged in the activity is different, with large
group discussions lasting longer than the opening discussions.

Figure 4
Class Session Engagement Type, Chronological, Time in Minutes of Engagement
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The instructors and adult learners were involved in whole group engagement using all the
different types, see Figure 5. It was discovered that the highest utilization rate was a tie between
opening and large group discussion, at 28.1%. The closing discussion was the next highest rate
at 21.9%, share-out discussion at 12.5%, and question and answer at 9.4%.

Figure 5
Class Session Engagement Type by Whole Group, Occurrences Utilized
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However, the types of engagement differed when the same categories were examined by
time in minutes utilized, Figure 6. Large group discussion is now the most prominent section
with 37%, introduction discussion with 31.9%, question and answer 13.8%, closing discussion
9%, and share-out discussion 8.3%.

Figure 6
Class Session Engagement Type by Whole Group, Minutes Utilized
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The type of engagement by only the adult learner was small group book discussion 80%
and small group presentation 20%, see Figure 7.

Figure 7
Class Session Engagement Type by Adult learners, Occurrences Utilized
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Figure 8 depicts the adult learners' time engaged in each activity: small group book
discussion 81.4%, small group presentation 18.6%.

Figure 8
Class Session Engagement Type by Adult learners, Minutes Utilized
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The type of engagement used by the instructors, Figure 9, was assignment management
34.8%, large group lecture and closing wrap up 21.7% each, daily directions 17.4%, and large
group presentation 4.3%.

Figure 9
Class Session Engagement Type by Instructors, Occurrences Utilized
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When examining Figure 10 of the time the instructors interacted with the adult learners
during the class sessions, assignment management was 45.4%, large group lecture 31.4%,
closing wrap up 12.5%, daily directions 7%, and large group presentations 3.7%.

Figure 10
Class Session Engagement Type by Instructors, Minutes Utilized

Use of the Chat Zoom Feature
The use of the chat feature varied from class session to class session. The chat function is
typically used if a participant in the zoom session has something to communicate and would like
to share their comment while allowing another participant to speak uninterrupted. At times it
was used minimally; other times, it was used extensively. Overwhelmingly, the chat function
was used by adult learners to communicate with other adult learners, see Figure 11. There were
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a few instances where the adult learners used the chat to communicate with the instructors, and
even fewer times, the instructor used the chat to communicate with the adult learners. During the
observations, there was never a time that the instructors communicated to other instructors using
the chat function. All the data recorded was the chat used universally, which means the message
went to all participants. There is another option for chat which is to message another participant
privately. During the study, there was no access to private messages.

Figure 11
Chat Messages, Use by Adult Learners, and Instructors

When the chat feature was used to communicate, the messages were divided into six
categories: comments, connection, gratitude, questions, responses, and support or
encouragement. When adult learners shared with other adult learners, most messages were
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comments, 51.4%, Figure 12. Adult learners also used all six of the different kinds of messages
in their chats with each other. The data indicate that after comments, the next highest occurrence
was the connection, 18.6%, followed by the response, 12.1%, question, 8.6%, gratitude, 5.7%,
and support and encouragement, 3.6%.

Figure 12
Chat Messages, Adult learner to Adult Learner
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When the adult learners communicated with the instructors in Figure 13, most messages
were questions, 58.3%, followed by comment, 16.7%, connection, gratitude, and response, each
8.3%. Adult learners did not use the support or encouragement category with the instructors.

Figure 13
Adult learner to instructor
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When the instructors used the chat function to communicate with the adult learners, the
only messages conveyed in the chat were connection, 12.5%, and response, with most of them
being a response, 87.5%, see Figure 14. Typically, a response was recorded if the instructor
asked a question and the adult learner put the response in the chat.

Figure 14
Chat Messages, Instructor to Adult Learner

Question Type
The adult learner and the instructors used different questions during the class sessions.
The questions were recorded in different categories: open-ended, yes or no, critical thinking,
procedural, informational, and clarification. Both types of participants used all the questions,
except the adult learners did not use open-ended questions. Interestingly, most of the adult

33

ADULT ONLINE LEARNING
learners’ questions were for clarification, 38.5%, followed by informational, 30.8%, critical
thinking, 13.4%, yes and no, 10.3%, and procedural, 5.1%, see Figure 15.

Figure 15
Types of Questions from the Adult Learners
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Most of the questions from the instructors were for critical thinking, 28.6%, then openended, 26.2%, informational, 16.7%, yes and no, 14.3%, clarification, and procedural, both had
7.1%, see Figure 16.

Figure 16
Types of Questions from the Instructors

Logistics of the Class Sessions
Several different formats were used during the live classes, which were classified into six
sections. The first section was the opening which included a discussion, ice breaker, or check-in.
The average time for the opening was 13 minutes; see Figure 17. The second section was
logistics, including assignment management, activity descriptions, or daily instructions. The
average time spent on logistics was 10 minutes. The third section was a large group activity
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which could be a lecture, presentation, or discussion. The average time spent in large group
discussions was 21 minutes. The fourth section was a small group activity which could be a
lecture, presentation, or discussion. The average time spent in small group activities was eight
minutes. The fifth section was a share-out from the small group activity. The average time spent
in share-out after the small group activities were five minutes. A share-out is when all
participants come back together as a large group and share what was discussed in all the different
small group break-out rooms. The final section was the closing which could include question
and answer, instructor wrap-up, or discussion. The average time spent during the closing was
eight minutes. The most time, on average, was spent during section 3, a large group lecture,
presentation, or discussion.

Figure 17
Average Time in Minutes per Section
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It was interesting when calculating the average verbal participation of adult learners and
instructors. For example, in Figure 18, it is recorded that the average responses by adult learners
were 8.5 and by instructors was 5.9. Section 2 was when instructors shared assignment
management, activity descriptions, or daily instructions, so it stands to reason that the instructors
have a higher average of verbal participation. However, that figure may be misleading because it
was usually only the instructor speaking.

Figure 18
Average Verbal Participation by Participants per Section
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Reactions Recorded During Class Sessions
The participants' reactions were recorded and given a tally mark; these behaviors
included body movements, such as clapping, dancing, hands raised, distracted behavior, nods,
questions, responses, smiles, verbal acknowledgment, verbal comment, verbal connection, and
verbal support. When completing the data analysis portion of this study, all the actions were
combined into non-verbal or verbal categories. Non-verbal actions included body movements,
such as clapping, dancing, hands raised, distracted behavior, nods, and smiles. Verbal actions
included questions, responses, verbal acknowledgment, verbal comments, verbal connection, and
verbal support. During the class sessions, it was also noted that the zoom features of hand raised
or reactions were used. In all the classes combined, the hands raised function was used 39 times,
with the most times, 23, recorded during section 3, large group. The reaction feature was never
used at all during the classes observed.
The following figures indicate that adult learners react more to other students during class
sessions. Figure 19 indicates that adult learners are significantly more reactive to each other
during the opening section than to the instructors, both verbally and non-verbally.
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Figure 19 also indicates that the instructors’ interactions with the adult learners were
more verbal than non-verbal. This figure also portrays that the instructors were more verbal than
the adult learners during the opening section.

Figure 19
Action Recorded by Participant Responding to Participant, Section 1, Opening
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The only time adult learners responded to the instructor more was during section 2, titled
logistics, when the instructor gave instructions, directions, or assignment management, see
Figure 20. When observing, it was noted that the adult learners' faces became expressionless
when the instructor gave lectures or presentations. However, the data does not concur with the
observations as a great deal of non-verbal activity was directed toward the instructors.

Figure 20
Action Recorded by Participant Responding to Participant, Section 2, Logistics
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During large group sessions, Figure 21, the adult learners responded to each other much
more than the instructors. The reactions of the instructor were much more verbal than nonverbal.

Figure 21
Action Recorded by Participant Responding to Participant, Section 3, Large Group

The small group data in the figure makes a great deal of sense because the small groups
were typically activities of the adult learners in isolation. The instructors would enter the breakout room but then leave to visit another small group. Thus, the instructors were not always
present. In one class session, the instructors made it a point not to enter the break-out rooms at
all, thus affording the adult learners’ autonomy and privacy. The instructors claimed they could
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evaluate the effectiveness of the small group discussion by the quality of the share-out with the
large group after the small group discussion.

Figure 22
Action Recorded by Participant Responding to Participant, Section 4, Small Group
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As indicated in Figure 23, most of the verbal communication was done by the instructors.
The share-out seemed ineffective when observing the class sessions because the adult learners
were not always forthcoming in the discussion.

Figure 23
Action Recorded by Participant Responding to Participant, Section 5, Share out
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During the closing, section 6, the adult learners did most of the verbal sharing, the adult
learners talked about things that were specific to themselves, and they were called upon
individually. Often a prompt was used to engage the adult learners, for example, "what do you
need to do tonight before you go to sleep?", then the adult learners would answer the prompt.

Figure 24
Action Recorded by Participant Responding to Participant, Section 6, Closing

The information presented in the figures suggests that adult learners are much more
reactive and animated than the instructors because of the number of responses. However, that
data could be impacted by the difference in the number of adult learners to instructors. Figure 25
compares all six sections of the synchronous class sessions. The most non-verbal and verbal
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responses occur in the opening, large group, and closing sessions. During those times, the adult
learners and instructors are relating information specific to themselves or specific to the content
of the course. The most non-verbal responses occur in the opening, and the most verbal
responses occur in the large group discussion.

Figure 25
Participation comparing all six sections

Conclusion
The data supports the need to use a variety of learning platforms. The use of large group
discussion, small group discussion, and book discussion was the most engaging for the adult

ADULT ONLINE LEARNING

46

learners, as evidenced by one participant stating during the closing discussion that they
appreciated the opportunity to "shoot the breeze" and "having conversations with others".
During small group book discussions, adult learners were recorded saying, "wow - yeah, right,
now I get it". During the discussion, there was back and forth conversation. Participants made
personal connections; however, at the end of one of the small group sessions, the participants
were not focusing on the reading or task. Another time a participant said, "I really like the small
group break-out rooms", and another said, "the back-and-forth dialog with others was really
good". The journal entries also supported allowing the adult learners to share their thoughts and
ideas. One journal entry stated, "It was a nice class. The students could share their thoughts and
quotes about the assigned readings". Another journal entry read, "At first, it was just starting
with a quote. By the end of the conversation, students were connecting with what others had
shared". Other journal entries also supported the adult learners sharing their thoughts, for
instance, "A good class, the instructor spent the majority of time talking about assignments".
Also, “Informative, good session lots of questions and answers were given". Sometimes, it felt
like the adult learners were not satisfied with the class. Comments like "It felt rushed. It went
from topic to topic and was hurried" and “lots of the instructors talking while the students sat
listening with blank stares”.
The results were about 50% affirmative when recording the impressions of whether the
participants had enough time to share their thoughts on the subject. When it was perceived that
the adult learners did have enough time, the class went over the allotted time to answer their
questions or finish their sharing. There was also a time when an adult learner had their hand up
for over five minutes and was never acknowledged.
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The recorded behaviors associated with the adult learner feeling listened to, validated,
and belonging to a community included smiles, nods, laughing and congratulating other adult
learners, and clapping hands and dancing in their chairs.
The behaviors indicating adult learners’ feelings of effectiveness or confidence as a
professional included calm faces after presenting materials, verbal acknowledgments to and from
others validating the adult learners' achievements and smiling and nodding emphatically.
Action Plan
It was hypothesized that social cohesiveness and learning outcomes increase due to the
self-confidence demonstrated by the participant as recorded in interactions during the
synchronous class sessions. The data collected indicates the effectiveness of using the adult
learning principles to ensure participants get the necessary opportunity for growth and
development. The adult learners observed in this study were active participants in their learning.
They each brought their strengths to the group and shared them to strengthen the community.
The adult learners had time to practice and apply their knowledge to solve current problems in
their situations. The class sessions also contributed to adult participants' self-esteem and
personal and professional growth. The adult learners had the opportunity to improve their
listening and communication skills in the large and small group sessions. They practiced their
interpersonal skills and intrapersonal skills in the discussion times. During class sessions, they
had the opportunity to balance their individual needs with those of other adult learners. They
needed to come prepared to participate in book discussions and presentations, which helped with
their accountability, self-confidence, and helping others. One process employed by the
instructors was the 3-2-1 method for reporting on the required reading. The reading was
assigned, then the adult learners would read the required text and be prepared to share - 3
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meaningful quotes they found in the reading, 2 questions they had about the reading, and 1
connection they made to their own life. The adult learners would record the answers to these
prompts and then share them with the whole group or small group during book discussion times.
Advice for Future Teacher Educators
One of the most significant indicators of success in synchronous class sessions with adult
learners is the quantity and quality of their interactions. The more at ease the participants were,
the more they were inclined to share their thoughts, feelings, and opinions. The adult learners
were the most expressive verbally and non-verbally during the classes’ opening, large group, and
closing sections. As a teacher educator, it would be advantageous to utilize those times to focus
on supporting and encouraging adult learners to build self-confidence and cultivating a
supportive community of learners.
Another suggestion is to spend a great deal of time at the beginning of the class term
building relationships, getting to know the students, and allowing for time to get to know each
other. It is also essential to spend more time at the start of each class session to ensure all the
students' logistical or technological questions are answered. It is challenging for adult learners to
focus on learning if they are frustrated because of a technical or logistical question.
Small groups are very effective for building community, relationships, and selfconfidence. The fewer people in the group, the more time the participants will have to share
their thoughts, ideas, and opinions; consequently, ten groups of four participants is much better
than four groups of ten. Groups of two to three participants seem the best for maximum sharing,
community building, creating relationships, and building self-confidence.
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There should always be a check-in after the small group session, even if it is one sentence
from each group. During the observed sessions, there was often no accountability for the small
group discussions, so instructional content or value could not be evaluated.
The class times regularly exceeded 60 minutes; a suggestion would be to have 90 min
sessions and make sure to use each of the six sections; opening, logistics, large group, small
group, share-out, and closing in the meetings. A timekeeper or another way of determining how
to stay on task is also essential. During the observed class sessions, the opening section
averaged 13 minutes, the logistics section averaged 10 minutes, the large group section averaged
21 minutes, the small group section and the closing section averaged 8 minutes each, and the
share-out section averaged 5 minutes. If the classes were increased to 90 minutes each, it would
be possible to divide them into the following time increments; opening and closing sections each
15 minutes; logistics, small group, and share-out sections each 10 minutes; and the large group
discussion section 30 minutes. With the increase in the time allotment for classes, perhaps the
adult learners and instructors would feel less rushed, more relaxed, and feel the class session was
worthwhile and informative.
Another idea is to assign and discuss shorter assignments in class while the longer
projects are done individually outside class time. It is necessary to allow adult learners to share
their completed assignments with others. The adult learners were required to read and record
their impressions; however, they were not allowed to share their work with other students. If
they were each allowed the opportunity to share one quote, one question, and the connection to
their life, they would feel validated and heard. Thus, creating motivation to continue the critical
work of reading from the textbooks.
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A final suggestion is to call on individual participants until they are comfortable
volunteering to share. The meeting was often silent because the adult learners would not offer to
share their ideas, opinions, or experiences with others. At the beginning of the course, there was
a lack of familiarity with others, which caused those silent moments. During those times, the
instructor needs to model sharing of ideas and encourage the adult learners to share by calling on
them to have a turn.
Overall, having synchronous class sessions appear to be beneficial to the building of
community, self-confidence of the adult learners, and worthwhile use of time to evaluate the
effectiveness of learning in online environments. Synchronous class sessions, accompanied by
asynchronous activities of adult learners, seem to be a very effective way of educating future
teachers in the Montessori method.
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Appendix A

Demographics, Race & Ethnicity, Communication, Engagement Type
Class #

Date

Time

Total
Participants

Female

Male

Journal
Entry

Race & Ethnicity

White, nonHispanic

Black, nonHispanic

American Indian
Alaskan Native,
non-Hispanic

Asian, nonHispanic

Native Hawaiian
Pacific Islander,
non-Hispanic

Hispanic,
Latino

Communication

Adult Learner
Directed

Chat

Engagement Type

to AL

Instructor
to I

Directed

Question

Question

Response

Response

Comment

Comment

Connection

Connection

Support
Encouragement

Support
Encouragement

Gratitude

Gratitude

Instructor

Adult
Learner

Length of time

Question Type

Information

Open-ended

Directions

Yes or No

Lecture

Critical Thinking

Screen Share

Procedural

Demos

Informational

Presentations

Clarification

Teach Back
Discussion
Individual Call Out
Book Discussion
Break out rooms
Question & Answer
Videos

to AL

to I

Instructor

Adult
Learner
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Appendix B

Observational Notes and Coded Behavior
Time

Observational Notes

Coded Behavior
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Appendix C

Synchronous Class Session Observations
Activity

Adult Learner

Instructor

Verbal
Participation

Introduction
**************
Directed
Icebreaker
Smiles
**************
Nods
Check-In
************** Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised
Time

Verbal
Participation
to AL

to I

Directed

to AL

to I

Smiles
Nods
Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised

Verbal Comment

Verbal Comment

B-

Verbal
Acknowledgment

Verbal
Acknowledgment

E-

Verbal
Connection

Verbal
Connection

Hand - Up

Verbal Support

Verbal Support

Questions

Questions

Reactions

Responses

Responses

Distracted

Distracted

Comments,
Question, or
Topic
Activity

Adult Learner

Assignment
Verbal
Management
Participation
**************
Directed
Activity
Smiles
Descriptions
**************
Nods
Daily
Instructions Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised
**************
Time
Verbal Comment

Instructor
Verbal
Participation

to AL

to I

Directed
Smiles
Nods
Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised
Verbal Comment

B-

Verbal
Acknowledgment

Verbal
Acknowledgment

E-

Verbal
Connection

Verbal
Connection

Verbal Support

Verbal Support

Questions

Questions

Responses

Responses

Distracted

Distracted

Hand - Up
Reactions
Comments,
Question, or
Topic

to AL

to I
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Activity
Large Group

Adult Learner

Instructor

Verbal
Participation

Directed
Lecture
***************
Smiles
Presentations
**************
Nods
Discussion
************** Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised
Time
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Verbal
Participation
to AL

to I

Directed

Nods
Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised
Verbal Comment

B-

Verbal
Acknowledgment

Verbal
Acknowledgment

E-

Verbal
Connection

Verbal
Connection

Verbal Support

Verbal Support

Questions

Questions

Responses

Responses

Distracted

Distracted

Reactions

to I

Smiles

Verbal Comment

Hand - Up

to AL

Comments,
Question, or
Topic
Activity
Small Group

Adult Learner
Verbal
Participation

Directed
Lecture
***************
Smiles
Presentations
**************
Nods
Discussion
************** Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised
Time

Instructor
Verbal
Participation

to AL

to I

Directed
Smiles
Nods
Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised

Verbal Comment

Verbal Comment

B-

Verbal
Acknowledgment

Verbal
Acknowledgment

E-

Verbal
Connection

Verbal
Connection

Verbal Support

Verbal Support

Questions

Questions

Responses

Responses

Distracted

Distracted

Hand - Up
Reactions
Comments,
Question, or
Topic

to AL

to I
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Activity
Share-out

Adult Learner

Instructor

Verbal
Participation

Lecture
Directed
***************
Smiles
Presentations
**************
Nods
Discussion
Clapping, Dance,
**************
Hands Raised
Time
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Verbal
Participation
to AL

to I

Directed
Nods
Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised
Verbal Comment

B-

Verbal
Acknowledgment

Verbal
Acknowledgment

E-

Verbal
Connection

Verbal
Connection

Verbal Support

Verbal Support

Questions

Questions

Responses

Responses

Distracted

Distracted

Reactions

to I

Smiles

Verbal Comment

Hand - Up

to AL

Comments,
Question, or
Topic
Activity

Adult Learner

Instructor

Verbal
Participation
Question &
Answer
**************
Closing

Directed

Verbal
Participation
to AL

to I

Directed

Smiles

Smiles

Nods

Nods

Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised

Clapping, Dance,
Hands Raised

Verbal Comment

Verbal Comment

B-

Verbal
Acknowledgment

Verbal
Acknowledgment

E-

Verbal
Connection

Verbal
Connection

Verbal Support

Verbal Support

Questions

Questions

Responses

Responses

Distracted

Distracted

Time

Hand - Up

Reactions

Comments,
Question, or
Topic

to AL

to I
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Appendix D
Journal Entry Prompts

Journal entries will provide qualitative data on the impressions of the interactions between adult
learners and instructors, adult learners and each other, and the success of building community.

Journal entries will provide observations of the feelings of social cohesion, community building,
and self-confidence in the course content and materials.

1. Record the general impressions of today’s class session
2. Did the participants have enough time to share their thoughts and feelings about the
subject?
3. Were behaviors observed that were consistent with individuals feeling listened to and
validated?
4. What behaviors were observed that would indicate participants' feelings of effectiveness
or confidence as a professional?

Link to the survey https://qfreeaccountssjc1.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_e4X3BoUAIZw9CGW

